and thinking about work than they do debating ethnic and gender labels.
Readers of Hijuelos's novels should not have been surprised that "Lunch at the Biltmore" also contained numerous references to labor, both organized and in references to occupations. "Restaurant and Bar Workers Union, Local No. 7," we are told, guaranteed the elder Hijuelos's paycheck while he recuperated from the heart attack. Hijuelos's father "was a cook" who "worked the breakfast shift," and "never made very much money, even with overtime, but he did have an arrangement with the butchers and the baker in the hotel which allowed him to bring home all kinds of food that he could not otherwise have afforded." Thus Hijuelos lets us into the economy of his household, offering an account of his father's work. Even the title of this memoiristic fragment calls attention to the difference between customers and the Hijueloses, who are "at a table in the back, where the cooks and waiters ate their meals." This is in keeping with a writer whose fiction offers a sustained contemplation of how work influences the lives of his characters.
In much of his fiction, Hijuelos is meticulous in documenting the type of work that a person does and how that work fits into the character's daily life. Work provides a way for wage laborers, professionals, and even producers of popular culture to think about themselves. The type of work that a person does often defines him or her, a point that "Lunch at the Biltmore" echoes by referring to Hijuelos's father's friends as "Mr. Martínez, a superintendent, and a sallow-faced Puerto Rican whom we knew simply as Frankie the Exterminator." The direct connection between name and occupation is most reminiscent of passages from Empress of the Splendid Season, 5 a novel about an immigrant from Cuba who becomes a cleaning woman after her waiter-husband collapses (like Hijuelos's father) with a heart attack. The connection between Lydia's husband and Hijuelos's father helps us situate Empress and its author within an immigrant working-class context in the New York of the 1950s and 1960s. The focus on work paves the way for reading the texture of Hijuelos's novels, which do not rely overtly on plot twists and conflicts but rather capture a series of episodes, sometimes repetitive ones, in the lives of people who have to earn money while attempting to overcome their economic and psychological limitations.
Empress of the Splendid Season points us back to a tradition of immigrant novels such as Abraham Cahan's The Rise of David Levinsky, 6 whose protagonist punctures the ideology of the American dream when economic success leaves him tragically alone. In an important
